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In $2 C'uno. a (ricml of Julius Caesar. thought of an inge- 
nious plan to moke his games memorable He built two very big 


were perfunned in them, but in the afternoon they could be spun 
round (after a few days it could even be done with people soil 
in their seals! I and joined together - and here was Rome's first 
amphitheatre! ( ). 

Before these arenas, gladutonal rights had taken place in the 
forum or markets. These hand-to-hand duels to the death origi- 
nated m the ancmi Etruscan custom of performing human sacri- 
fice at the funerals of dead chieftains, which is why such games 
were always known as muaura (funeral honours). It seemed 
fairer to let the chosen victims have weapons and give them the 
opportunity to right for life agatnu each other, rather than merely 
to esecutc them helplessly Gradually magistrates who wanted 
u> win election votes, and conquering generals who were cele- 
brating triumphs, adopted the gladiatorial displays and animal 
hunts for public entertainment 

Thar they were enormously popular with the people is shown 
by the huge number of illustrations of gladiators on pottery 
lamps, reliefs, mosaics, and glassware Terence, the cotnic play- 
wright. complained in about 16 $ a* that one of tus plays was 
ruined w hen there was too much pushing, shouting. and jotthng 
for it to be heard after the news arrived that there was 10 he a 
gladiatorial show Women abo totted after gladiators as they do 
after popstars today - and often with as little reason Juvenal 


talk* about a scuatui '» wife called Eppia who ran off with a glad- 
iator called Sergius to Egypt Even though she'd been brought 
up in the lap of luxury and wouldn’t have set foot on a sadly, 
scasick-makmg boat at her husband's command. Sergius only 
had to say the wurd and the was as toogh as one of the sariura 
And was he handsome'’ Well, he was at least rimy, had one 
useless amt. a scarred face, a wart on his mate, and an eye that 
discharged pus. 

Most of the gladiator* were prisoners of war or condemned 
criminal*, but there were also impoverished free men or noble 


men attracted by the prize money. Gladiators had to swear alle- 
giance to the death to their schools, which were managed by 
Umistae (trainers), and were subjected to tough training in 
barracks, where they slept in tiny cells and suffered harsh disci- 
pline. Rut they were well fed (on barley) and their health cared 
for (as long as (hey lived). Indeed the Romans were always fear- 
ful of such bands of (rained fighters, especially after the revolt 
of Spartacus and his companions (73 B.C.), who broke out of 
barracks armed with kitchen knives and raided and looted around 
Italy until finally defeated two years later. Vengeance was dread- 
ful: 6000 men were crucified along the Appian Way. 

It didn’t matter whether the show was a small one of, say. 
twenty pairs of gladiators in provincial towns like Pompeii, or a 
huge extravaganza like Trajan's celebration of his victories in 
Dacia in a.d. 107. which lasted fur four months and involved 
10,000 gladiators (not to speak of an eqoal number of animals). 
The excitement leading up to a show was intense. There were 
advertisements on walls and frequent updates on new pairs 
of gladiators to appear; lists were sold in the streets, heralds 
called out the information, and there were also men carrying 
banners. 

The armourers were busy sharpening the weapons (before the 
fights, blunt weapons were ceremonially discarded) and refur- 
bishing the parade gear: the animal keepers were occupied with 
their restive charges, and the boys with watering and raking the 
arena (sometimes they could accidentally he tom to pieces by 
wild animals. Martial says). The night before the contest, the 
magistrate giving the show ( editor ) would put on a huge banquet 
for the gladiators who were to fight next day and the public were 



let in to watch their favourites gorging themselves, perhaps for 
the last time. 

In the morning the crowds would gather, senators in the front 
seats along with other dignitaries ami Vestal Virgins. Musical 
accompaniment was provided by horns, trumpets, flutes, and 
even hydraulic organs, and the parade of chariots at the start was 
a show business spectacular, the gladiators wore purple cloaks 
embroidered with gold, and behind them came their slaves carry- 
ing the weapons and helmets which often had crests of ostrich 


and peacock plumes After dismounting and processing around 
the arena, the gladiators would salute the emperor or editor of 
the games at his box. They were not always eager for battle, as 
was seen when the emperor Claudius was staging a mock sea 
light on the h'ucine Lake. The gladiators bailed him with the 
words ‘wc who are about to die': he answered 'or perhaps not'. 
Whereupon they refused to fight, saying he'd just given them a 
pardon - he had to threaten and coax them until they agreed to 
get on with the performance. 

In the morning there were generally the exhibition fights with 
wooden weapons, the comic or freak displays involving cripples, 
dwarves, or women; and wild beasts hunting each other or hieing 
hunted by venatores and besuarii. The arena could be converted 
into a landscape adorned with trees, rocks, and even lakes, where 
the beasts might he raised by lifts from the pits beneath and let 
out through trapdoors in the floor. The carnage of beasts could 
be severe: during tl>e games given by Titus at the dedication of 
the Colosseum in A.D. 80 5000 are said to have been killed in 
one day. This had the effect of ridding imperial lands of wild 
animals, llyrcania of its tigers, Mesopotamia of its lions, Nubia 
of its hippopotami, and North Africa of its elephants. 

At lunchtime were the meridiani. the less exciting athletic 
evenlx, executions of criminals, and animal performances by 
(rained bears and elephants. There are stones of buffaloes 
harnessed to chariots and lions catching and releasing hares ftom 
their mouths, elephants kneeling in front of tile emperor and 
drawing Latin words in the sand with their trunks, or perform- 
ing gladiatorial matches with each other. 

And in the afternoon came the serious duel s. The crowd roared 
‘habetl’ ‘hoc habet!' (‘got him!’ ‘he's had it!'); Imistae and 
slaves with leather straps and red hot bars urged on any appar 
ently reluctant fighters with cries of ‘iugulal’ {‘kill!’) ‘verbera!’ 
(‘strike!’) ‘ure!’ (‘bum!’). Referees with wooden sticks and 
white tunics mediated between pairs; and the fallen gladiators 
were struck on the forehead by an official dressed like the death- 
demon Charon, to test whether they were dead. Bodies were 
pulled out of the ring on hooks through the Porta Libitincnsis 
and sand raked over the spilt blood. 

When it was all over victors would carry off palm branches 
and crowns of victory and silver dishes crammed with gold coins 
for use in buying their freedom. Some gladiators were even 
awarded the wooden sword (rudis). which meant that they would 
never have to fight again. Lists were also made up. and after each 
fighter’s name was recorded one of the initials: 

V (vied) = won 

P (peril t) or 0 ( thanatos ) - died 

M (niuiu) » released 

Women were certainly among the more unusual combatants. 
In Nero's reign even distinguished women along with senators 



disgraced themselves in the arena, groans Tacitus. Juvenal with 
characteristic sarcasm depicts them as “mutiercs galea tac" 
(“females in helmets”), whose husbands have to watch their 
wives auctioning off their breastplates, helmets, uml greaves, or 
practising with grunts <uhI peeing in pots with coarse puttees 
wrapped arourul their cnomtous legs. Female combatants were 
finally prohibited by Septimius Secerns in 200 A.f). 

Even emperors were known to descend to the arena in person. 
Nero, who was an enthusiastic wrestler and chariol racer, was 
reputed to have had a lion “pre- prepared" so that lie could kill it 
with a club or strangle it before (lie entire amphitheatre, And 
Commodus, who was rumoured to be the son of a gladiator rather 
than of the emperor Marcus Aurelius, adopted the gladiatorial 
profession during his lather's lifetime: and by his death he was 
said to have fought 1000 fights. He loved display and appeared 
before the crowds in the amphitheatre dressed in a purple robe 
with gold spangles, a crown made of gems from India and gold, 
and a herald's staff like Mercury's. On the first day of the games 
of a.D. 192 he killed 100 bears by himself, shooting them with 
arrows from a platform; and on other days he would customar- 
ily butcher animal s in the morning and after lunch fight as a glad- 
iator. He fancied himself as the hero Hercules, destroyer of 
monsters, and on one occasion assembled all the men in Home 
who had lost their feet through disease or accident, tied serpents’ 
bodies round their knees to imitate the appearance of giants: be 
then proceeded to club them U) death. 

It was as a result of the spread of Christianity that gladiatorial 
games gradually died out. On October 1st a.d. 326 Constantine 
decreed that condomnatio ad bestias was to he exchanged for 
forced labour in the mines. And by a.d. 404, after a monk called 
Telemachus hurled himself into the ring to separate the fighting 
gladiators and was tom apart by the angry crowd, the munera 
were finally abolished by the emperor Honorius. 

The amphitheatres slowly began to fall into decay or were 
converted to other uses. The Colosseum in Rome was damaged 
by several earthquakes, converted into a stronghold in 1 144, and 
later used for staging religious plays or bull fights. It was stripped 
of much of its marble in the Middle Ages for the construction of 
houses and palaces. It was finally dedicated to the Christian 
martyrs in 1744, and since then has been subject to various 
restorations, becoming a prime tourist attraction since the end of 
World War Two. You can also visit the amphitheatre at Nimes 
in Southern France, which is still used for bull-fighung tourna- 
ments, or the one in the town of Pompeii. But for arenas closer 
to home you could try Cacrleoo, near Newport in Wales. 
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